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1. Introduction 


Simeon Bankoff, a professional preservation expert, was contracted by concerned residents of 
Thomaston and the surrounding Great Neck (New York) area to consult regarding the proposed action of 
the Village of Thomaston’s Landmarks Preservation Commission (LPC) to assess the existing building 
located at 124 South Middle Neck Road for designation as a landmark under the Village of Thomaston’s 
Village Code §120 (Landmarks Law). 


Mr. Bankoff examined many aspects of the situation and strongly recommends based on the merit of 
the building in question as well as upholding the stated public purpose of the Landmarks Law, the LPC 
should act to designate this property as a local landmark for the benefit of Thomaston. 


Fig. 1. The former Belgrave Motors Building, 124 South Middle Neck Road, Thomaston, NY. 2021. Photo courtesy 
of Andrew Cronson. 


2. Historic Preservation as a Public Policy 


The practice of governments acting to protect the appearance of historic properties dates back to at 
least the 5" century CE when the Roman Emperor Marjoran promulgated a law punishing judges who 
allowed ancient monuments to be destroyed for building materials'. Other various legislation and edicts 
were adopted by a variety of authorities over the following centuries, but more consequential to 
American preservation law is the 1906 Antiquities Act" which allows the President to set aside for 
protection "...historic landmarks, historic and prehistoric structures, and other objects of historic or 
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scientific interest that are situated upon the lands owned or controlled by the Government of the 
United States..." as "national monuments". This was followed by a series of national laws, including the 
Historic Sites Act of 1935", which established the National Historic Landmark program, and the National 
Historic Preservation Act of 1966", which created the National Register of Historic Places. 


A number of American localities adopted preservation ordinances prior to the adoption of the National 
Historic Preservation Act in 1966, most notably in 1965, when New York City adopted the New York 
Landmarks Law’. However, most localities, such as Thomaston, which adopted their local ordinances did 
so after 1966 and therefore typically based upon their language and standards derived from the federal 
legislation. The constitutionality of historic preservation law was upheld by the U.S. Supreme Court in 
1978 in the Penn Central Transportation Company v. New York City”, where the court held that the 
governmental imposition of restrictions on a private entity did not constitute a “taking” in violation of 
the Fifth and Fourteenth Amendments to the U.S. Constitution. 


Fig 2. Philip Johnson, Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis, Bess Myerson, and Ed Koch after holding a news conference for 
the Committee to Save Grand Central Station in January 1975; Courtesy of the Municipal Art Society. 


3. The Thomaston Landmarks Law 


The premise of historic preservation legislation is deceptively simple, it is to encourage government to 
take a protective stance in the regulation of a community’s physical history in order to benefit the 
general welfare. This premise is forthrightly stated in the statement of public purpose of many 
preservation ordinances, including the Thomaston Landmarks Law. 
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The Thomaston Landmarks Law states": 
The Board of Trustees of the Village of Thomaston hereby finds that: 


(1) There exist in the Village of Thomaston places, sites, structures and buildings of special 
historic significance or places, sites, structures and buildings which, by reason of famous events, 
their antiquity or uniqueness of architectural construction and design, are of particular 
significance to the heritage of our village, town, county, state and country. 


(2) The conservation, protection and preservation of such places, sites, structures and buildings 
is a public necessity in harmony with the village plan and will promote the public health, safety 
and general welfare. 


Interestingly, this is very similar language to the NYC Landmarks Law“: 


a. The council finds that many improvements, as herein defined, and landscape features, as 
herein defined, having a special character or a special historical or aesthetic interest or value 
and many improvements representing the finest architectural products of distinct periods in the 
history of the city, have been uprooted, notwithstanding the feasibility of preserving and 
continuing the use of such improvements and landscape features, and without adequate 
consideration of the irreplaceable loss to the people of the city of the aesthetic, cultural and 
historic values represented by such improvements and landscape features. In addition, distinct 
areas may be similarly uprooted or may have their distinctiveness destroyed, although the 
preservation thereof may be both feasible and desirable... 


b. It is hereby declared as a matter of public policy that the protection, enhancement, 
perpetuation and use of improvements and landscape features of special character or special 
historical or aesthetic interest or value is a public necessity and is required in the interest of the 
health, prosperity, safety and welfare of the people... 


Due to its centrality to the Penn Central case, the NYC Landmarks Law is considered to be one of the 
nation’s strongest landmarks ordinances, with a particular emphasis being placed on the distinction that 
the protection of historic properties is “a public necessity” resulting in a number of positive social results 
for the community. That same phrase “a public necessity” with a nearly identical list of expected results 
is repeated in the Thomaston law. 


The Thomaston law also follows the same standards as the NYC law in that the LPC has the deciding 
authority to designate properties as landmarks or historic districts. However, while the Thomaston law 
notes the LPC “shall approve or disapprove a request for designation within sixty (60) days after the 
meeting at which such request is considered” (emphasis added), the role of the Village’s Board of 
Trustees is different than the New York City Council’s. The New York City Council has the authority to 
only modify or deny a designation made by the NYC Landmarks Preservation Commission. Thomaston’s 
Village Code reverses that; it grants the Board of Trustees the power to overrule the Thomaston LPC’s 
decision but only in cases of dismissal. The code states “the Board of Trustees may overrule a 
determination by the Commission to disapprove a request” *(emphasis added) and further that “the 
Board of Trustees may affirm or modify a determination by the Commission to approve a request” *' 
(emphasis added). The language does not give the Board of Trustees the power to deny a landmarks 
designation, only to modify it. This appears to be a deliberate reinforcement of the LPC’s independence. 
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The Thomaston ordinance also differs from the NYC law in this definition: “the term "landmark" also 
includes any site within the village and included in the National Register of Historic Places, the Historic 
American Buildings Survey or on any similar list maintained by the State of New York.”*" As the NYC 
Landmarks Law predates the adoption of the National Historic Preservation Act, its definitions includes 
no reference to the Act. It is interesting to note that even though the NYC Landmarks Law has been 
amended several times in its 57-year history, such a correlation between those two standards has never 
been achieved. The Thomaston Landmarks Law, last amended 28 years ago, includes this correlation 
which can be inferred to be deliberate. This is notable as it allows the Thomaston LPC, which operates 
without a paid expert staff, to statutorily rely upon the work of an acknowledged outside expert. This 
intention is further reinforced by §120-3(B)2, which allows the LPC to hire outside expert consultants, 
which has happened in this case. 


4. Benefits of Historic Preservation 


Despite its acceptance in the courts as a positive governmental goal and its decades-long record of 
achieving its public purpose of generating public health and general welfare, it is worthwhile to 
enumerate some of the proven benefits of designating historic buildings as being important to a 
community and regulating them to ensure that quality is retained. 


Fig 3. Korean United Methodist Church of NY (1948) & Parish House (1881), 715 Northern Boulevard, Thomaston. 
November 2021. Courtesy of Google Street Views. 


Landmark designation preserves and enhances an area’s physical character. This is called a “sense of 
place”, the distinct individuality that characterizes one community from another physically. In its purest 
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form, this is the quality that brands a neighborhood, so that a person, when visiting somewhere else, 
might say, “this street really reminds me of Boston’. This is especially important in areas such as 
Thomaston, which exist in close proximity to other areas with similar or shared development histories. 
What are the distinctive elements which give physical form to each village? Communities such as these 
often share a common urban design language in terms of streetscape elements and the general scale of 
development. These pleasing commonalities emphasize the importance of the sui generis landmarks; 
the distinctive church, the former movie theater, the singular commercial building. These outliers serve 
to orient passersby and residents alike, by truly marking the land with their presence. “Take a Left one 
block past the church on Northern Boulevard and it will be half a block down on the right” is a very 
human way of giving directions. 


= 


va 


Fig 4. Global Harmony House, originally First Church of Christ, Scientist of Great Neck (1926), 46 South Middle 
Neck Road, Thomaston. November, 2021. Photo courtesy of Andrew Cronson. 


Landmark designation saves the integrity of a community’s architecture and preserves its artistic value. 
A row of Tudor homes, developed at the same time with a common set of design elements such as half- 
timbering and clinker bricks, is a distinct architectural vision which is diminished by poorly-altered 
windows, prominent wall-through air-conditioners and inappropriate replacement brick. A historic 
streetscape can be altered, just like a musical composition can be reinterpreted, but care must be taken 
to alter it gently and thoughtfully. 


Landmark designation retains the history of an area. Not only the history of its development but the 
history of everyone who has ever lived in these landmark buildings. By preserving the existence of a 
building, a street or a neighborhood, it keeps the door open to the past and provides a distinct 
continuity with the future. People who move out of the neighborhood can come back years later and 
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still recognize their former homes. They can return to their childhood haunts, or visit where their family 
lived before they were born. This tangible sense of history is priceless. 


Fig 5. Lincoln Road, with the Groucho Marx house (#21) between the stone pillars. 2012. Courtesy of the 
Thomaston NY Historic Pictures blog. http://thomastonvillage.blogspot.com/2012/05/post.html#more 


Landmark designation provides assurance and stability for property development. Owners attracted to 
certain physical qualities in an area are more likely to invest in the area knowing that those qualities are 
protected and are going to remain. In the long run, this leads to an increase in property values as a 
landmark area is spared the brunt of the negative effects of unfettered speculative development. 


PREVIOUS CONDITIONS PROPOSED CONDITIONS 


ADDITION 


Fig 6. Proposed additions to a landmark house in Douglaston, Queens. August 2021. Courtesy of the NYC 
Landmarks Preservation Commission. 


Landmark designation guarantees community input in new development. By disallowing as-of-right 
development, landmark designation provides a forum for a community to discuss and, to a large extent, 
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help determine its own future physical development. This applies to residential and commercial 
development, and by holding all new development activity up to an equal standard of appropriateness, 
the base level of design excellence within a community is increased. 


5. The former Belgrave Motors Building (124 South Middle Neck Road)" 


Fig. 7. The former Belgrave Motors Building (1931), 124 South Middle Neck Road, Thomaston, NY. October 2020. 
Photo courtesy of Google Street Views. 


The building currently being considered for landmark designation by the Thomaston LPC is an existing 
two-story commercial building is located at 124 South Middle Neck Road (Section 2, Block 250, Lot 25)*” 
in the Village of Thomaston. The site was originally part of the Allen farm, which Belgrave Realty Inc. 
acquired in 1916, and subsequently subdivided and sold. Belgrave Realty Inc. was a subsidiary of William 
R. Grace & Company, an industrial conglomerate with interests in transportation and real estate. 
Founded in Peru in 1854 by William Russell Grace (1832 — 1904), an Irish immigrant and two-time Mayor 
of New York City, the firm moved its headquarters to New York City in 1865. Grace began buying up 
property in Great Neck in the late 19" century and developed the area as a ‘Gold Coast’ for the city. The 
area was famously memorialized by F. Scott Fitzgerald (1896 — 1940) in “The Great Gatsby” (1925)”’. By 
1923, Belgrave Realty had subdivided the Allen farm into a development called Belgrave Square. The 
first house in Belgrave was completed in 1925. 
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Fig. 8. Belgrave Apartments (ca. 1927), 37 Brompton Road, Thomaston, NY. September 14, 1930. Brooklyn Daily 
Eagle. 


In 1928, some of the restrictive covenants and easements established by Belgrave Realty were 
contested by a group of landowners in Belgrave Square. Also in 1928, Morris Lefkowitz (1881 — 1946), 
President of the Mordav Holding Company took out a mortgage from Henrietta Roig for Lot 5, the future 
site of the Belgrave Motors Building. Mrs. Roig’s husband was Harold Roig, the vice chairman of W. R. 
Grace. In 1929, Mordav Holdings was also listed as the owner of the Belgrave Apartments (lots 8 and 9) 
and the following year, 1930, there was a zoning change for the Belgrave Motors site from apartment 
zoning to a business property. As part of the variance, Mordav Holdings agreed to not build a one-story 
taxpayer, an automobile service station or gas station but instead a two-story automobile showroom 
and car storage where minor repairs could be made. In 1931, Mordav Holdings conveyed lot 5 to Morris 
Lefkowitz, Belgrave Motor Sales, Inc., the same year the building is constructed on the property. In 1934, 
the property went into foreclosure and a public auction was held. In 1935, the owner was listed as 124 
Middle Neck Road Corporation with Isador Bergs, President. In subsequent years, the Lefkowitz (later 
Lane) family was indicated to be own and operate the building again until at least the 1950s. Lefkowitz’s 
son, Lawrence Lane (c. 1913 — 1973) was identified as the owner of Belgrave Motors in 1957 and his 
brother Morton, whom he was in business with, lived in the penthouse of the Belgrave Apartments until 
the early 1970s. 
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Fig. 9. Belgrave Apartments (c. 1927), 37 Brompton Road, Thomaston, NY. Photo courtesy of Zillow, undated. 


Described as also being a cigar dealer, Morris Lefkowitz married into the Wolf family, thought to be the 
first Jewish family in Great Neck™'. The Wolf family remained prominent in civic and community affairs 
for decades. Lefkowitz married Jeannette Wolf in 1906. She was likely the sister of Louis M. Wolf, a 
lawyer in Great Neck and Lefkowitz’s partner in Mordav Holdings. 


The Mordav connection with the W.R. Grace Company is particularly interesting as the company tended 
to use NYC-based architect James W. O’Connor (1875 — 1952) for number of their developments. 
O’Connor, a native New Yorker who was educated at Columbia University and the Ecole de Beaux Arts, 
did extensive work for the Grace company, from an estate in Old Westbury for W.R. Grace Jr. (who 
served as Vice President of Belgrave Realty), to an award-winning building in Downtown Manhattan for 
the Grace Steamship Line to the Grace and Thomaston Buildings in Great Neck, which served as 
headquarters for the firm’s realty companies and other concerns. 
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Fig. 10. Grace Building (1914), 11 Middle Neck Road, Great Neck Plaza. Photo courtesy of Andrew Cronson, 
November 2021. 


Fig 11. Thomaston Building (1926), 8 Bond Street, Great Neck Plaza, NY. Photo courtesy of Andrew Cronson, 
November 2021. 


The Grace Building (1914) and the Thomaston Building (1926) are both locally designated and listed on 
the New York State and National Register of Historic Places. Despite being constructed more than a 
decade apart, they are both designed in “a style based on Kew Gardens in England, which members of 
the Grace family, upon visiting, had found attractive”. The Grace company was known to exercise a 
great deal of control on the properties which it developed, even to the extent of placing usage and siting 
restrictions upon land it sold off for development. This is the reason the Mordav Holding Company was 
required to get a variance in order to develop an automobile-related building at 124 South Middle Neck 
Road, one which required certain street frontage elements as well as height and use limitations. 
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The former Belgrave Motors Building is a two-story, nine-by-ten bay building constructed in the Tudor 
Revival style. The Tudor Revival architectural styles, including its subsets such as the Elizabethan and 
Jacobethan Revival, became fashionable in the United States beginning around 1895, with its peak 
popularity occurring during the 1920s and 1930s. Many early buildings in the area used the Tudor 
Revival style, which was popular in new suburban developments in the region during the period, as 
evidenced by numerous examples throughout Brooklyn, Queens and Nassau, such as the afore- 
mentioned Grace and Thomaston Buildings in Great Neck Plaza. The style was adapted for many 
different types of structures, from low-rise residential to commercial and apartment buildings. 


This history of control combined with the long-time association with James W. O’Connor as an architect 
and the care and sensitivity with which the design of the Belgrave Motors Building meshes with the 
neighboring Belgrave Apartments, lend credence to the possible attribution of O’Connor as the architect 
for 124 South Middle Neck Road. Unfortunately, current research has not uncovered signed building 
plans, but regardless of who the architect of record was, it is obvious from both the plans and existing 
building that great care was taken in designing the commercial structure so that it would fit within the 
built context of the neighborhood and surrounding area. 


Fig. 12. Belgrave Motors Building Preliminary Plans (1930), 124 South Middle Neck Road, Thomaston, NY. Courtesy 
of the Village of Thomaston Clerk’s Office & Archaeology & Historic Resources, LLC. 


The use of the Tudor Revival style for the Belgrave Motors automobile showroom is significant in that it 
lent a sense of tradition and respectability for this modern technological commodity which was radically 
reshaping the development of the region. This is analogous to how American bank buildings traditionally 
used classic temple forms to signify permanence, importance and stability to their local communities. 
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Just as banks wished engender a sense of trust and gravitas in the public through familiar architectural 
signifiers (also used by civic buildings), the use of familiar domestic architecture helped blunt the 
potential neophobic response to this new technology which was rapidly and radically reshaping 
communities. 


The effects of widespread family ownership of motor vehicles on the physical development of America 
beginning in the early 20" century cannot be overstated. As evidenced in Great Neck, rural communities 
transformed into suburban towns in less than a decade, driven by the accessibility to urban centers 
which cars provided. Auto roads were plowed through former farms and railroad bypasses were major 
community concerns for newly incorporated localities. All these private vehicles had to be purchased 
and serviced in locations convenient to the new residents, without offending sensibilities already on 
edge due to broad and rapid societal change. To ease the shock of the new, domestic architecture was 
adapted to commercial structures, to better welcome potential customers with a comforting sense of 
tradition. This marketing strategy was reinforced by the advertisement of the longevity of the individual 
business. Belgrave Motors made a point of emphasizing its decades of service within the community, 
proudly stating in a 1936 advertisement “Twenty years in this community means not only that you have 
preferred Dodge and Plymouth Motors. It also proves that you have endorsed OUR SALES & SERVICE 
organization as a long established friend.” In a later undated commemorative postcard, “our 47th year” 
is proudly proclaimed. In both these instances, continuity and community connection are used as more 
of an inducement than the availability of the latest automobile model. 
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Fig 13. Belgrave Motors Building (1931), 124 South Middle Neck Road, Thomaston, NY. Advertisement from “The 
Book of Great Neck”, 1936. 


Fig. 14. Belgrave Motors Building (1931), 124 South Middle Neck Road, Thomaston, NY. “Our 47th Year”. Undated 
postcard. 
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That the building maintains its 90-year association with automobile usage adds to its inherent 
community significance. Should that usage cease in the future, it is even more important to ensure that 
the physical characteristics of the usage, such as its large showroom windows, be retained. 


While there are a few automobile-related structures still extant in the area that are similar in general 
appearance to the former Belgrave Motors Building, the building in question is notable for its high level 
of architectural integrity, even when compared with the Lincoln Building in Rosyln. The Lincoln Building 
(ca. 1926) is listed as a ‘contributing’ resource in the Roslyn Village Historic District which was placed on 
the National Register of Historic Places in 1987. However, as noted in the consultant’s report to the 
Thomaston LPC**; 


..Unlike the Belgrave Motors Building, the Lincoln Building has been altered-the transom 
windows above the first-floor showroom windows have been removed and/or covered over, 
resulting in a negative impact to that building’s design, feeling and association. The adaptive use 
of the Lincoln Building with individual retail storefronts, while commendably done beginning 
around 1980, has left the building much less recognizable as an automobile showroom. Given 
that the Belgrave Motors Building maintains a higher degree of overall integrity than the Lincoln 
Building, it could justifiably be considered as the superior example of these two Tudor Revival 
style automobile showrooms. 
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Fig 15. Lincoln Building (ca. 1926), 2 Main Street, Roslyn, NY. Red boxes show modern façade alterations. 2021. 
Courtesy of Archaeology & Historic Resources, LLC. 
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6. Conclusion 
The consultant’s report concludes that*”: 


Upon review of the Thomaston Village Code and its definition of "Landmark", it is the 
professional opinion of AHRS that the Belgrave Motors Building located at 124 South Middle 
Neck Road, Village of Thomaston, Great Neck, Nassau County, New York, would be considered a 
"Landmark" building within the definition of the Code of the Village of Thomaston. 


This report supports that conclusion but goes further to recommend that given the demonstrated value 
of landmark designation of a meritorious property to the general welfare of a community, the 
overwhelming public support for this designation, the architectural and aesthetic contribution this 
building makes to its community, and the significance of this property to the development and heritage 
of the region, the Thomaston LPC should act to designate this property as a landmark under the 
Thomaston Landmarks Law. As the Thomaston Landmarks Law is structured to encourage an 
independent landmarks commission charged with designating meritorious requested sites in the village 
for architectural protection, any other decision - given the evidence - would seem inappropriate. 


It is regretful enough that the Thomaston Landmarks Preservation Commission has never, to public 
knowledge, actually exercised the full extent of its police authority, despite the existence of a number of 
public lists of potential considerations, some of which are recorded in the New York State for Historic 
Preservation Office’s online files (see appendix). Additionally, the 1976 historical booklet “Village of 
Thomaston” provides the beginning of a survey of potential historic sites in the village for the Landmarks 
Commission to consider. 
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Fig. 16. Cover Sheet. “Village of Thomaston”, 1976. 
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That guidebook, written over 45 years ago, was “dedicated to all Thomaston residents — past, present, 
and future”. This report urges the Thomaston Landmarks Preservation Commission to realize that future 
is now, and that putting off the protection of this community’s irreplaceable history is an abrogation of 
its responsibilities it is charged with upholding. To allow the former Belgrave Motors Building at 124 


South Middle Neck Road to remain without landmark protection would be to perpetrate an easily 
avoidable tragedy. 


"The preservation movement has one great curiosity. There is never retrospective controversy or 


regret. Preservationists are the only people in the world who are invariably confirmed in their wisdom 
after the fact." — John Kenneth Galbraith” 


Simeon Bankoff 
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7. Consultant Background 


Simeon Bankoff has been professionally involved in historic preservation education and public policy 
since 1993, active mainly in and around New York City. He holds a Master of Science in Historic 
Preservation (Pratt Institute, 2017). Mr. Bankoff has worked in partnership with New York City 
governmental agencies to increase funding for publically-owned historic resources and buildings, 
enhance public awareness about historic sites and areas, publically acquire historic sites, create 
educational programming for those sites, and establish lasting public-private partnerships to serve as 
stewards of historic properties. 


From 2000 to 2021, he served as the Executive Director of the Historic Districts Council, a private, not- 
for-profit organization in New York City which served as the citywide advocate for New York’s historic 
neighborhoods and buildings™. During his tenure, Mr. Bankoff oversaw hundreds of public educational 
programs focused on public and architectural history, public policy, and community empowerment. He 
taught numerous workshops on historic preservation policy for undergraduate and graduate students, 
community members and professionals, including holding a leadership training session for the 
Landmarks Preservation Commissioners of Great Neck Plaza. 


At the Historic Districts Council, Mr. Bankoff directed and consulted on numerous preservation 
campaigns aimed at gaining recognition and protection for historic buildings and neighborhoods 
throughout New York City. These activities resulted in the designation of over 50 locally designated 
historic districts and extensions and over 100 individually designated landmark buildings. Additionally, 
Mr. Bankoff directed and raised funds for numerous neighborhood surveys, which resulted in the listing 
of more than a dozen neighborhoods and individual sites on the New York State and National Register of 
Historic Places. As part of these activities, Mr. Bankoff has reviewed numerous community requests for 
preservation attention and advised on the merit and feasibility of landmark designation. Recent 
examples which were believed to not merit designation were the former Meserole Theater in 
Greenpoint’, Brooklyn and the proposed East 23 Street Historic District in East Flatbush, Brooklyn. 


His activities at the Historic Districts Council also included the oversight of the organization’s response to 
proposals to alter, reuse and redevelop designated historic buildings. The organization reviewed all 
public proposals brought before the New York City Landmarks Preservation Commission, which 
averaged approximately 250 annually. These proposals ranged from extending porches on detached 
suburban wood frame houses to the construction of new skyscrapers atop commercial buildings in 
Midtown. Mr. Bankoff reviewed proposed building plans and oversaw analysis based around the 
potential appropriateness of the proposals to the existing historic fabric and context of the protected 
site. 
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